Place of the State by Butler, Gavan
The subject of my remarks is one aspect o f the developing place of the state and the re la tionsh ip  of th is with the developm ent of socialism. 
Only to a very lim ited extent during the 
major part o f what I have to say w ill I 
speak of what I th ink  must be the 
principles o f socialism  in the tw enty- 
first century.
First, then, a few p roportions about 
the presently developing place o f the 
state. The tw o princ ipa l arenas of 
conflic t w ith in  society are that of the 
determ ination of the proportion  of the 
society's p roduct w hich is devoted to 
the m aintenance and reproduction  of 
labor power and that of what is done 
with the surplus product. The two 
arenas o ve rla p , o f co u rse . For 
example, struggles by unions over 
wages and supplem entary payments 
and campaigns fo r a more progressive 
basis of taxation fo r the financing of 
social services are in part attem pts by 
workers to comm and some portion of 
the surplus product, to  w in partial 
control over the d isposition  o f the 
surplus. There is a good deal of 
am biguity in cam paigns fo r the greater 
provision of social services and the 
greater expenditure by the state in 
social security payments, though there 
is less am bigu ity  in campaigns 
concerning the basis o f taxation, at 
least because there is a secondary but 
nonetheless im portan t social dispute 
over how big a role the state should 
have in determ in ing the form  o f the 
sustenance and reproduction of the 
population and its social developm ent
— the im portance o f patriarchy, the 
nuclear fam ily  and so on. It is not at all 
clear, in other wofds, just how what is 
called "the  social wage" could be 
substituted fo r what is called "the 
industrial wage". But to return to  the 
two principa l arenas of conflic t: 
increasingly it is the state which 
contains or enables the periodic 
settlements of con flic ts  in these 
arenas.
The second proposition  is that, in the 
arena of the d isposition of the surplus, 
th e  s ta te 's  ro le  is b e c o m in g  
in c re a s in g ly  p a r t ic u la r is t ic .  S ta te  
governm ents in Austra lia  have fo r a 
long time been particu la ris tic  in the ir 
regulation of industry, in determ in ing 
charges fo r e lec tric ity  or rail fre igh t, fo r 
example, o r in leg is lation regarding 
takeovers and d irect subsidies; the 
federal governm ent is becom ing 
increasingly so. The th ird  proposition 
is that the increasing ly particu la ris tic  
interventions may not be consistent 
w ith each other.
The fourth  and fifth  propositions 
have to do w ith how the possib ility  of 
inconsistencies, w hich are costly  in 
terms of the overall accum ulation of 
capital, are handled. On the one hand, 
the m achinery or apparatus of the state
PLACE 
OF 
THE 
STATE
must be kept as spare as possible and 
the part o f that apparatus which deals 
w ith social security and social services 
must be weakened in case the people 
involved should be successful in 
com m anding fo r themselves or fo r 
the ir "c lien ts " some share of the 
surplus product. By the same token, an 
a ttem pt must be made to weaken those 
instrum enta lities of the state which are 
or have become the servants of special 
interests in the business com m unity. 
On the other hand, it is sensible to 
devise some overall p lanning or 
p ro g ra m m in g  a p p a ra tu s . In one 
coun try  th is may take the form of a 
p la n n in g  c o m m is s io n  fo r  w h ich  
personnel have been trained in Ecole's 
N a tio n a le s  d 'A d m in is t r a t io n ;  in 
another it may take the early form  of a. 
clum sy image o f h im self as national 
concilia tion).
The s ix th  p ro p o r t io n  is tha t, 
whatever the form  of the overall 
program m ing apparatus, it w ill be 
outside any parliam ent constructed in 
the liberal dem ocratic trad ition.
The final proposition  is that each 
regula tory activ ity  of the state, each 
particu la ris tic  in tervention, should be 
understood as establishing a contract 
between tw o or more fa irly  tigh tly  
specifiable parties, inc lud ing the state 
i ts e lf  (as in s t ru m e n ta l i ty ) .  The 
contracts are the settlem ents of 
disputes. The term "socia l accord" is 
to  be interpreted as an agreement 
about what term s of settlem ent are to 
be regarded as legitimate. The 
le g it im a c y  o f v a rio u s  te rm s o f 
settlem ent of social d isputes is 
alternative ly established, though, in 
the course of negotiating the particu lar 
contracts. Both of these processes are 
im portant.
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Now, what prospects fo r socialism  are there in these processes and developing structures? In the firs t 
place, I believe the idea of contracts 
being the constituent elements of a 
social order is a very powerful one. It is 
easily and w ide ly understandable; and 
it is an idea that has been lu rk ing  in 
pub lic discourse fo r a long time, as in 
discussion of this or that "dea l", of 
what "the  deal" is in th is instance or 
that. There are problem s in realising 
the potential o f the idea, however. One 
is the problem  of a lerting people to 
repercussions or im p lica tions of 
particu la r arrangem ents which are not 
im m ediate ly apparent. A nother is in 
ensuring that an affected party is not 
said to be represented and is not 
therefore com m itted when it has not, in 
fact, been alerted. A th ird  problem  
e x is ts  in a c h ie v in g  b a rg a in in g  
strength. The socia list objective in the 
negotiation of successive contracts 
must be to ch ip  away at the basis of 
power of capital. What the ch ipp ing 
away involves is the insertion of terms 
of settlem ent covering the greater 
accoun tab ility  of large corporations to 
the public — (includ ing the disclosure 
of in fo rm ation), w orker contro l — even 
by means of works councils, and 
public equ ity  partic ipation by one 
means or another. The state is a 
cap ita lis t state in so far as the con flic ts  
it must handle arise from capita lis t 
p roduction; but it is never fu lly  
coherent as a cap ita lis t state. There is 
room fo r the pursu it of socia list 
o b je c t iv e s  in th e  e v o lu t io n  o f 
institu tions and the contracts they 
serve to establish.
A longside the establishm ent of 
contracts and the im pact of the terms 
of contracts on the rules which govern 
a society, there are, of course, other 
m a tte rs  th a t are s im u lta n e o u s ly  
im portant. The firs t o f these is tha t the 
process of establishing contracts has 
to  be m o n ito re d . In a " l ib e ra l 
dem ocracy", the parliam ent has the 
power to legislate. Now it seems 
universally true that legislation is 
lo s in g  g ro u n d  to  a d m in is tra t iv e  
re g u la tio n ; b u t the  p a r lia m e n t's  
ground and hence leg is la tion 'sg round  
is protected in so fa r as the parallel 
corpora tis t exercise needs to be 
legitim ised. P lanning contrad icts  the 
capriciousness of a liberal dem ocratic 
parliam ent, to  be sure; but, it seems to 
me, the leg itim ation of the form er 
cannot be in te rna lly  achieved, at least 
not com plete ly so, and w ill require the 
continued existence of the latter. 
Socialists must adopt that position and 
m u s t c o n t in u e  to  a t te n d  to  
parliam entary po litics if only in so far 
as parliam ent allow s fo rth e  m onitoring 
of contracts. There w ill continue to be 
c o n f l ic ts  b e tw e e n  th e  g e n e ra l 
p ro g ra m m e  and what seem to  be
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appropria te  objectives in particu lar 
circum stances: the shape of socialism  
is un like ly  to  be traceable in la tter-day 
dogmas, any more than the general 
interests o f capita l are like ly to be 
served by the proponents of a return to 
com petitive  capita lism .
So fa r I seem to  have ignored the fact that 35 or 30 or 40% of the labour fo rce  are employees of the 
state and, especially, that large 
numbers o f us are employed in the 
provis ion o f health, education, social 
security, recreation fac ilities and so 
on. Many of the people involved devote 
enorm ous p roportions of the ir energy 
to the ir jobs and have little  left over to 
give e ffect to equality in sharing the 
care of home and fam ily, let along to be 
able to engage in local protest actions, 
the affa irs o f whatever party, union 
organisation and swelling the numbers 
visib le to TV cameras at rallies. Least 
of all is there energy fo r the 
developm ent of socia list strategies. 
O ur w ork is o f value to others in the 
com m unity  but never unam biguously 
so. We must con tinuous ly  seek to open 
the agencies fo r which we work to the 
needs and p rio rities  of those people fo r 
whom the agencies ostensib ly serve, to 
e ffect concom itan t changes w ith in  
those agencies, and to alert those 
people w ith in  whom we have contact 
through our jobs to  the place of the 
agencies of the state in the social order 
as we see it. W hile we are at it we m ight 
th ink w ith a considerable sense of 
urgency o f how to open up the contro l 
of pub lic  enterprises, perhaps in part 
by breaking some of them into smaller 
enterprises, since there is little  po in t in 
m oving tow ards the public ownership 
of stra teg ic industries while that 
signifies as it does at present, the 
im p e n e tra b il ity  o f an e le c tr ic ity  j 
com m ission.
Y ears ago when I was young, members of the Eureka Youth League read and studied a series of texts which we though t was 
marxism. W hile some studied Marx, 
'the received message from  the more 
s im p lified  texts came to me like this: 
W ater when it boils turns to  steam, 
th e re fo re ,  in  s o c ia l l i fe ,  w hen  
capita lism  comes to the boil it w ill 
inevitably give way to socialism . The 
key  w o rd  was in e v ita b ly . Such 
certa in ty  inform ed m illions o f people 
around the w orld. It sustained many of 
them in the face of real adversity and, 
in my case, developed a confidence 
that even though the socia list pro ject 
m ight be a long way off, it, like 
Christmas, w ould turn up.
I do not denigrate those who found 
the strength, partly through s im plified 
(theory, to  develop the human w ill to 
m ove m o u n ta in s . I a d m ire  the  
V ie tn a m e s e , and  n o t ju s t  th e  
Vietnamese, who received our support 
in the 60s and 70s. But in Australia 
such  c o n fid e n c e  was n o t o n ly  
m isplaced, it became an obstacle to 
social progress. There is noth ing 
inevitable about socialism  in Australia.
It is to  the cred it o f various Australian 
marxists, most of all to  the com m unist 
party, that s low ly and pa in fu lly  they 
began to come to terms w ith some 
Austra lian realities. The task is by no 
means com plete but the com plexity  of 
socie ty and the d ifficu lties  embodied 
in changing society, institu tions and 
ourselves, are better understood. That 
class co n flic t is inevitable is illustrated 
on a da ily  basis but it is not inevitable 
tha t such con flic ts  are resolved 
positive ly fo r the w orking people or 
accord ing  to any text-book solution.
One th ing that is inevitable is that 
th o se  e ngaged  in the  s o c ia lis t 
movem ent today w ill not be around 
when people gather to consider Marx 
200 years after his death. More to the 
po in t is whether anyone w ill then be 
around, that is, w ill the w orld and 
human socie ty survive. Marx and his 
c o n te m p o ra r ie s  c o u ld  n o t have 
contem plated an im portant part of 
present day reality — the ever-present 
danger of nuclear war. Marx may have 
been less of an op tim ist if he could 
have foreseen that part of the pay-off in 
hum anity 's  strugg le  to contro l nature 
is the existence of nuclear weapons.
It tnere is to be another 100 years, o r even 10, a p rio rity  has to be given to achieving nuclear arms contro l 
] leading to disarmament. This is not to 
I suggest that everyone drop every other 
I concern and concentrate on the 
[d isarm am ent movement. This w ould 
|be  an im possib ility , not on ly because 
dl-e a lw ays  p re ss in g  and
I im m ediate concerns, but because a 
I f o r c e  c a p a b le  o f  a c h ie v in g
disarm am ent w ill on ly  exist when it is 
connected to the everyday concerns of 
o rd inary  people.
In th is  connection, I believe that it 
ought to  be recognised tha t almost 
everyone is aware of the nuclear 
danger. Indeed it is a m atter fo r 
optim ism  that op in ion  po lls show  this, 
together w ith a s ign ifican t Austra lian 
opposition  to nuclear war. O f course 
not everyone who is aware o f the 
nuclear danger can rattle o ff all the 
facts and figures or string together all 
those sym bols like ICBM, MAD, MIRV, 
A C B M . E x p e r t is e  in te c h n ic a l 
argum ents, so loved by m ilita ry 
s t r a te g is ts  a n d  a rm s  c o n t r o l  
negotiatiors and often taken up w ith 
s u c h  v ig o u r  b y  m e n  in  th e  
disarm am ent movement may jus t be 
one more way to make ord inary  people 
feel that they are inadequate to the 
task, that we may be safe w ith experts 
who "understand" and tha t we must 
accept to live w ith the bomb.
It m ight be worth saying that in some 
disarm am ent actions where women 
predom inate, much of the technica l 
argum ent is set aside and w ords are 
given a more human meaning. As an 
example, in the early arrests at 
Greenham Common, women were 
"bound over to keep the peace". Some 
refused on the logical g rounds that 
the ir actions were to keep the peace 
w hile those who arrested them and 
brought them before the courts  had 
som ething other than keeping the 
peace in mind.
My po in t is that movement activists 
sometimes d isplay a certa in arrogance 
towards all those people ou t in the 
com m unity  who don 't com e to 
dem onstrations. We assume that they 
don 't know  the facts o r don 't care. But
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